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INTRODUCTION 
  

 Staff has compiled, reviewed, and analyzed data to assist the Board of 

Supervisors in evaluating requests by the Culpeper School Board for the largest capital 

expenditures in the history of the County.  The School Board has recommended that the 

Board of Supervisors approve and fund the first phase of two phases of capital 

improvements to Culpeper schools developed by VMDO Architects, P.C. (“VMDO”) as 

of July 21, 2003. 1 Phase I, to be completed within five years, includes a new high 

school ($43,875,000), renovation of the existing high school ($20,250,000), new 

elementary school ($11,996,000), and renovated elementary school ($6,545,000), 

totaling $82,666,000. 2  This total does not include the operational costs of the new 

schools. 

The Board is presently considering whether to approve one of the current 

alternatives proposed by SHW Group, LLP (“SHW”), the architects engaged to design 

the new high school and the conceptual plan for renovation of the existing high school.   

Since the primary issue is the present and future capacity of Culpeper’s schools, 

this report focuses on issues relating to capacity. 

INCREASED TAX RATES 
  
 If Phase I of the VMDO multi-phased school construction program were 

implemented (in addition to other planned capital projects), without considering 

                                            
1 VMDO, Facilities Study and Demographic Research, July 21, 2003 (“Facilities Study I”). 
 
2 These numbers will change because of inflation and modification by other architects.  It is reported that 
at its December 13, 2004 meeting, the School Board “approve[d] a $110.5 million capital improvement 
plan through fiscal 2011 – including a new high school, elementary school and middle school.”  “Culpeper 
Citizen” at 34 (December 16, 2004). 
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operational costs, the real estate tax rate could increase to 1.07 in 2006 and vary, 

roughly, between 1.00 and 1.08 through 2024.  (See Attachment A).    It is estimated 

that the current annual operational cost for a new 600 student elementary school would 

be approximately $3,300,000.  The analogous cost for a new high school would be 

approximately $8,500,000. (See Attachment B). 

When these operational figures are included, without increasing the assessed 

value of real property, the tax rate could increase to 1.39 in 2010 and vary between 1.43 

(2011) and 1.54 (2025) over the years until 2031.  If an assumption is made that the 

assessed real estate value increases 3% each year, 3 the tax rate might increase only 

to 1.32 in 2010 and vary between that figure and 1.20 until 2029.  (See Attachment  C). 

A comparison with the 2004 real estate tax rates for counties in Virginia shows 

that the above tax rates would currently be, by a considerable amount, the highest of 

any Virginia county. (See Attachment D).  The highest 2004 county tax rate is 1.13 in 

Fairfax County. 

BUILDING CAPACITY 
 
 To most people, “capacity” is the maximum number of students which could be 

taught in a specific building.  However, in the educational community, the term appears 

to be more flexible.  It may refer to “operating capacity;” “working capacity;” fire capacity 

(occupancy limited by the fire code); statutory policy which imposes limits such as pupil 

/ teacher ratio or class size; or, local “programs” or other policy based on educational 

                                            
3 This is a conservative Finance Department projection to estimate increased revenue.  Although between 
the last two County assessments, the average annual increase was more than six percent per year, Staff 
estimates that, realistically, the average annual increase will be more than 3%, but less than 6%.  
Regardless of the actual percentage increase, the real estate tax rate will have to increase significantly. 
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goals and philosophy.  Capacity may also include discretionary programs not required 

by federal or Virginia law.  Therefore, when the bare term “capacity” is used, it should 

be defined so that all have a common understanding.  Vacillations in “capacity” and 

estimates of capacity have not infrequently occurred in the educational planning in 

Culpeper County. 

The importance of continuously evaluating school facility needs was emphasized 

in 1986 in a survey of Culpeper County Public Schools by a team of other school district 

superintendents under the auspices of the Virginia Department of Education.  One of 

the recommendations to Tony M. Stewart, Superintendent, Culpeper County Public 

Schools, was: 

Continue to study the population projections 
and patterns of the County and continue to 
make short-and-long-range plans regarding the 
construction of school facilities. 4  

 
 Changes in capacity due to policy and program changes were recognized by a 

Culpeper Community Task Force in December 1994: 

The High School is an interesting example, 
when built it had a design capacity of 1,300 
students, in 1987 the program capacity was 
1,250, today the program capacity is 1,100.  
This downsizing of school capacity is not 
unique to Culpeper County. 5

 
 Other causes of shrinking capacity were also identified: 

 
 
 

 
4 A Survey of School Building Needs (Dept. of Ed., Commonwealth of Virginia, April 30, 1986), at 2. 
 
5 Community Task Force For Facility Needs and Improvements to Existing Facilities, a View of Future 
Space Requirements, December 12, 1994, at 6. 
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Among others, factors which have impacted 
the capacity of Culpeper County School 
facilities are changes in student teacher ratios 
from 24:1 to 20:1 in grades K-3, programs for 
diverse and unique student groups and 
introduction of additional age groups to existing 
facilities. 6

 
 The County held special elections on November 7, 1995 and November 3, 1998, 

by which Culpeper citizens authorized more than 22 million dollars in general obligation 

bonds to rebuild the Floyd T. Binns Elementary School as a Middle School and to 

renovate Culpeper High School to, in part, increase its student capacity.   

 In advising the Board of Supervisors about these capital improvements, Larry W.  

Brooks, Superintendent, made the following comments: 

 May 14, 1998  
 
 When asked by a Supervisor “if the School 

Board had adopted a philosophy for a building 
plan according to student population, Mr. Brooks 
replied that K-5 school – approximately 600 
students; Middle School – approximately 800 
students and High School – 1,800 students.”  7

 
 July 7, 1998 
 
 “facilities needs of the secondary schools would 

cost in excess of $22 million dollars.” 8  
 
 Mr. Brooks referred to “the addition of space at 

the present high school in order to add grade 9 
to that facility.” 9

 
6 Id.
 
7 Report to the Board of Supervisors from the minutes of the Buildings & Grounds Committee, May 14, 
1998.  When minutes of meetings are quoted, the text may not be an exact quote of the person speaking. 
 
8 Board of Supervisors minutes, July 7, 1998. 
 
9 Id.
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 “Mr. Brooks said by reducing the student 

population at the middle school from 1,100 to 
800 would carry the student population growth 
into the year 2010.” 10  

 
 August 4, 1998   

 
 When asked by a Supervisor for “a 20-year 

projection of [school]…needs,… Mr. Brooks 
replied that… he would attempt to develop a 20-
year projection…”  11

 
 April 6, 1999    

 
 When asked by a Supervisor for a “time frame” 

for a second middle school, “Mr. Brooks replied 
that an elementary school would be needed 
about the year 2010 and either [a] new high 
school or a new middle [school] would be 
needed in 2014 and 2015.” 12  

 
 In the Education section of both the 2001-2005 and 2002-2006 Capital 

Improvements Programs (“CIP”), the School Division referred to the high school 

renovation and said: 

 Upon completion, the current 1,100 student high 
school serving grades 10-12 will be an 1,800 
student high school serving grades 9-12. 13  

  
 On March 12, 2001, Dr. Brooks 14 told the School Board that if “one elementary 

school is…on line in 2007-2008, it will be a little bit ahead of the curve.  The division will 

 
10 Id.
 
11Board of Supervisors minutes, August 4, 1998. 
  
12 Board of Supervisors minutes, April 6, 1999. 
 
13 County of Culpeper Capital Improvements Program, Fiscal Year 2001-2005, at EDU-3 and County of 
Culpeper Capital Improvements Program, Fiscal Year 2002-2006, at EDU-3. 
 
14 Mr. Brooks became Dr. Brooks during his tenure as Superintendent. 
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need a secondary school by 2014-2015.” 15  On May 14, 2001, a School Board member 

echoed that time frame.  Referring to the School Board’s long-term plan, she said “the 

plan doesn’t project a need for an additional [high] school until the year 2015….” 16  On 

that same date, Dr. Brooks “noted that excess enrollment at the secondary level can be 

dealt with more easily through room usage than at the elementary level.” 17  

Yet, on August 19, 2002, at the same time a new middle school (capacity 800) 

was being built and the high school was being expanded to supposedly an 1,800 

capacity, one School Board member stated, “most schools [are] very close to being at 

capacity.” 18  

 In its September 11, 2003, presentation to the Board of Supervisors on school 

facility needs, among the points made were that the Middle School has a capacity of 

1,350 students, the high school uses 17 classrooms in the Middle School, and that the 

2002 high school renovation added 22 classrooms. 

 Without regard to the 1,800 student high school capacity, which apparently was 

never achieved, the total specified high school and middle school capacities are only 

now being approached.  At the end of 2003-2004, high school (1,723) and middle 

school (755) student population totaled 2,478. As of October 31, 2004, this total was  

 

 
 
15 School Board minutes, May 14, 2001. 
 
16 School Board minutes, March 12, 2001. 
 
17 Id.
 
18 School Board / Board of Supervisors Interaction Committee minutes, August 19, 2002. 
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2,701. 19 Historically, this mid-year number drops by June graduation. 20  In addition, 

Staff is advised that currently the High School’s total population figures include 45 

students who attend only after-school sessions.   

 Middle School capacity (1,350) plus high school (1,525) capacity totals 2,875, or 

174 vacant seats (not considering the 45 after-school students), as of October, 2004.  

This admittedly very rough comparison, at least, gives rise to the question of whether 

there is an immediate building space crisis, or a space crisis contributed to by policy or 

management. 

 In addition, the School Board in its April 6, 2004, presentation to the Board of 

Supervisors requested a “Building in the Middle” to add 24 additional classrooms.  The 

present Standards of Quality pupil to teacher ratio average for high schools is 25:1.21 

Applying this average to 24 rooms, equates to a capacity for 600 more students. 22   In 

comparison, the School Division projected the need “for a total of 12 new classrooms 

over the next 3 school years”. 23  

 Following the opening of F. T. Binns Middle School and the transfer (at least 

figuratively) of the 9th grade to the High School, the student increase in the Middle 

 
19 School Board minutes, November 8, 2004 (attachment). 
 
20 Compare high school student populations of February 2004 (1788) (School Board minutes March 8, 
2004, attachment) with June 2004 (1723) (School Board minutes of March 8, 2004, attachment), a 
reduction of 65 students. 
 
21 Va. Code § 22.1-253.13.1(H)(2). 
 
22 At the Board of Supervisors’ meeting on December 7, 2004, Dr. Cox and Mr. Hunter Spencer, School 
Division Construction Project Manager, advised the Board of Supervisors that the addition of a culinary 
arts kitchen would reduce the capacity to 22 classrooms or 528 students. 
 
23 Culpeper County Public Schools, Interim High School Space Needs, April 6, 2004, Board of 
Supervisors Presentation, at 5. 
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School from the end of school year 2002-2003 (684) to end of school year 2003-2004 

(755) was 71.  The comparable increase at the high school was 35 for a total of 106, a 

total rate of increase consistent with the School Division’s request in April 2004 for 12 

classrooms over three years.  Four classrooms per year can serve approximately 100 

students per year. 

 Although not provided to the Board of Supervisors until October 5, 2004, VMDO’s 

final report entitled “Facilities Study and Demographic Research” is dated January 30, 

2004.  This report noted the “debate about the appropriate size for a middle school.” 24 

VMDO’s Executive Summary of the same date refers to “the theory that a middle school 

should only enroll 800 students…” 25  Clearly, this theoretical debate is not primarily 

about a building capacity limitation, but about a School Division policy limitation. 

 At the end of school year 2003-2004, according to School Division data, there 

was a total of 2,478 students (a total which continues to grow) in a Middle School / High 

School total capacity of 2,875, not including the potential 600 capacity of the “Building in 

the Middle”.   This data does not necessarily reflect a present crisis in the existence of 

building space.  It may reflect, as well, a crisis in the use of building space. 

 The “Building in the Middle” can reduce any potential student population crunch 

at the Middle School / High School level. 26  But it may limit future reconfiguration of the 

Middle School / High School complex.  Another alternative, currently rejected by the 

School Board, is trailers, which can provide classrooms at an approximate cost of 
 

24 VMDO, Facilities Study and Demographic Research, January 30, 2004 (“Facilities Study II”), at 65. 
 
25 VMDO, Executive Summary, January 30, 2004 (“VMDO, Executive Summary”), at 11. 
 
26 On December 7, 2004, the Board of Supervisors appropriated $2.3 million dollars for construction of the 
“Building in the Middle”. 
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$50,000 each.  Trailers are regularly used by school divisions throughout the 

Commonwealth because they are relatively inexpensive, provide flexibility, and allow 

additional planning time for major capital expenditures.  In fact, the Fairfax County 

School Division, with more than 166 thousand students, has more students in trailers 

than Culpeper County has total students. 

 In view of this history, and the available facts, it is not clear that a new high 

school is needed now, rather than in 2007, or 2008.  It may be preferred; but, there is no 

compelling evidence that it is needed immediately. 

 Before the Board of Supervisors recommends to the citizens of Culpeper the 

largest capital expenditures (by almost a factor of four) and the highest real estate taxes 

in the history of the County, the Supervisors should work with the School Board to 

define “capacity” in a way understandable and acceptable to the public.  The citizens of 

Culpeper should not be urged to unknowingly fund shifting school policy limitations in 

the guise of deficient building space capacity. 

FACTORS AFFECTING BUILDING CAPACITY 
 

PROGRAM CAPACITY 
 
 At the December 7, 2004, Board of Supervisors meeting, Dr. Cox made clear that 

it is “program capacity” which is sorely deficient in the high school.  By the term program 

capacity, Dr. Cox is not referring to the general classroom space necessary for 

instruction in English, math, history, and similar “core” courses.  He is referring to the 

need for a specific-use space, such as for art, shop, ROTC, or a resource center for 

teacher training, which may require specialized equipment, or a space used for career /  

technical classes which, for safety reasons, may require limited class size.  He also 
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noted that special education classes have a reduced limit on the number of pupils that 

can attend each class.  According to Dr. Cox, 70% of students take career / technical 

classes.  Dr. Cox also expressed a need for expanded cafeteria and gymnasium 

facilities. 

That “program” capacity is the driving force in the space crunch was made clear 

by Dr. Cox.  He said “programming informs capacity” and “programs define capacity”.  

“We advocate resources such as program space.”  In addition, he noted that the high 

school is “short program classroom space” and is presently at “150% of program 

capacity”.  The “need for program space always exceeds space we have”.   

 But, the total capacity limit is a potential problem only if all students are in 

classes all the time, or at least at the same time.  This probably does not happen. 

 For example, at the Board of Supervisors meeting on December 7, 2004, Dr. Cox 

advised that the high school schedule is organized into four 1.5 hour blocks.  Obviously, 

all teachers and all students are not in class all of the time.  Some are absent every day 

because of illnesses or similar reasons.  Staff is advised that each teacher gets at least 

one block a day for planning and administrative functions.  Dr. Cox said that there were 

four lunch periods a day.  Assuming each period is a half hour, this means that for a 

total of two hours a day, 25% of the students may be at lunch and not in class.  

Similarly, Dr. Cox indicated that more than 200 students take gym at the same time in 

the gymnasium.  That group is not dispersed in classrooms at that time.  There are 

approximately 45 alternative education students who attend class after regular school 

hours.  In addition, there are an unknown number of students who are allowed to leave 

school early to participate in a work program. 
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 For these reasons, the exact number of students in the available high school 

class rooms at any particular time, and the relationship of that number to building 

“capacity”, is unknown to the Board of Supervisors. This fact makes it extremely difficult 

for the Board of Supervisors to properly access School Division funding requirements. 

SCHOOL SIZE 
 
 An issue which has been repeatedly raised is whether the School Division should 

build a new, larger high school, or create a larger high school by combining the Middle 

School and the existing High School.  A larger high school has been uniformly objected 

to by the School Division. 

One School Board member said: 

[S]tudents in large schools have lower grade 
point averages and standardized test scores; 
students drop out of large schools at 
significantly greater rates than they do out of 
small schools.  The consequences of large 
schools are higher crime rates, increased cost 
of incarcerations, more violence in schools, 
more families receiving public assistance and 
more students whose talents are not fully 
realized. 27

 
 While there are large schools in which one or more of these bases for criticism 

exist, the large size of a school does not of itself mandate such consequences.  For 

example, the School Divisions of Fairfax (166,275 students), Prince William (65,721 

students) and Loudoun Counties (44,011 students) (collectively the “other counties”) all 

                                            
27 Joint School Board / Board of Supervisors meeting, September 11, 2003. 
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have high schools larger than those existing or contemplated by the Culpeper School 

Board. 28

A non-comprehensive list of indicators of student achievement in high school 

would include standardized test scores, graduation rate, drop-out rate, the percentage 

of students who continue formal or technical education, and the percentage of 

graduates who obtain college or post-graduate degrees.  By all of these indicators, the 

big-school, other counties have achieved as much or more academic success than the 

Culpeper County School Division. 

Consider two of the criticisms of the School Board member above:  (a) lower  

standardized test scores and (b) higher drop-out rate. 

(A)   STANDARDIZED TEST SCORES 

Comparison of recent Scholastic Assessment Test (“SAT”) scores shows: 

Combined Verbal/Math SAT Scores for 2004 by Race 29  
 

Total  White  Black  Hispanic 
 United States 1,026  1,059  857  916 
 Virginia  1,024  1,058  854  970 
 Fairfax  1,105  1,239  922  983 
 Loudoun  1,059 
 Prince William 1,017 
 Culpeper     981 30

 
 In academic circles, it is not infrequently pointed out that those school divisions 

with high SAT’s frequently also have higher “Per-Pupil Expenditures”.  In this case, each 

                                            
28 Fairfax (up to 3,030 students); Loudoun (up to 1,848 students); Prince William (up to 2,500 students).  
Generally, current school division data was obtained from the school division website or by telephone call.  
When current data was unavailable, the most recent data found was used in Tables in this Section. 
 
29 Information left blank in this table was not available from the school division, State, or national agency 
websites. 
 
30 According to a “Culpeper Citizen” article on September 16, 2004, this is a five-year low. 
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of the other counties does have a higher Per-Pupil Expenditure.  But, in Staff’s opinion,  

except for those few school divisions with either unlimited funding or minimal funding, 

there is, generally, no necessary correlation. 

 The term “Per-Pupil Expenditure” tells you nothing except, on average, how 

many total local, state, and federal tax dollars per pupil were spent by a particular 

school board.  It does not tell you on what the money was spent or whether the money 

was spent wisely, effectively, or efficiently.  The focus on Per-Pupil Expenditure implies 

that it is a measure of educational achievement.  This is not necessarily so. 

 That the amount of funding is not always the critical factor for academic 

achievement has been made clear at the international, state, and local levels. 

The United States boasts the world’s highest 
per capita income and one of the best-funded 
school systems, yet our children fall below 
international norms in graduation rates and test 
performances. 31  

 
 Historically, colleges have considered SAT scores as one measure of academic 

aptitude.  Data in 2000-2001 32 demonstrate there is no necessary correlation between 

Per-Pupil-Expenditure and SAT scores: 

 
31 F. Hess, Common Sense School Reform (Palgrave Macmillan, 2004) (“Common Sense”), at 1. 
 
32 National Center for Education Statistics, Elementary and Secondary Achievement, Table 137 – 
Scholastic Assessment Test score averages, by state:  1987-88 to 2000-01.  Clearly, there are a variety 
of factors at work here.  The point made here is that the mere spending of money does not guarantee and 
is not always necessary for positive results. 
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Per-Pupil    
      Expenditure 
State (including Washington, D.C.) (Rank / Amount)  SAT Score
 
Washington, D.C.    1st / $13,525     956 
New York     2nd / $11,089   1000 
New Jersey     4th / $10,892   1012 
North Dakota     50th / $4,459   1183 
Utah      49th / $4,755   1145 
South Dakota    42nd / $6,102   1159 
Virginia     39th / $6,465   1011 
 
 
 A local example is the rapidly increasing Culpeper School Division budget over 

the last five years in comparison with Culpeper’s 2004 total SAT scores of 981, the 

lowest in five years. 33

 (B)   DROP-OUT RATE 
 
 The only reported data found since 2000 in which Culpeper County was among 

Virginia county leaders was drop-out rate.  In 2001-2002, Culpeper had the third highest 

Virginia drop-out rate of all counties. 

Percentage Drop-Out Rate 
 

  (2001-2002) 34 (2002-2003) 35

 
  Virginia  2.02%   2.17% 
  Loudoun    .68%   2.44% 
  Fairfax  1.90%   2.41% 
  Prince William 2.86%   2.07% 
  Culpeper  4.05%   3.68% 
                                            
33 Staff agrees that there are many factors, not considered in this report, that may have contributed to this 
result. 
 
34 Dropout Information, Virginia Department of Education, Superintendent’s Annual Report, 2001-2002. 
 
35 Dropout Information, Virginia Department of Education, Superintendent’s Annual Report, 2002-2003, 
Table 6. 
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 This problem was confirmed on February 12, 2001, by Dr. Brooks, who stated:  

[O]ur current graduation rate is running at 76 
percent for students entering ninth grade, 
which means 24 percent do not graduate, 
which is not an acceptable loss rate. 36

 
However, as shown above, the Culpeper drop-out rate appears to be decreasing. 

 As further evidence that all large high schools do not appear to be detrimental to 

their students, at least as compared to Culpeper students, consider the following high 

school and post-high school data: 

 C. GRADUATION RATE 37

Virginia    79.2% 
Fairfax    96.5% 
Loudoun    94.6% 
Prince William   75.9% 
Culpeper    92.5% 

 
 D.  POST-HIGH SCHOOL EDUCATIONAL PLANS 38

 
Virginia    75.7% 
Fairfax    88.9% 
Loudoun    83.6% 
Prince William   78.1% 
Culpeper    69.8% 

                                            
36 School Board minutes, February 12, 2001. 
 
37 Graduate Information, Virginia Department of Education, Superintendent’s Annual Report, 2002-2003, 
Table 5. 
 
38 Id.
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 E.  BACHELOR’S OR ADVANCED DEGREE 39

 
Virginia    29.5%     
Fairfax    54.8%  
Loudoun    47.2% 
Prince William   31.5%  
Culpeper    15.7%  

 
 As the foregoing data indicate, the other counties appear to be able to cope 

reasonably well having some high schools larger than those existing or contemplated in 

Culpeper.   

Not only are the foregoing indicators of academic achievement frequently more 

positive in the other counties, but the other counties have accomplished those positive 

results while carrying burdens reduced in magnitude in Culpeper County. 

Big-city students also cost more to educate 
because a higher proportion are classified as 
Limited English Proficient or as in need of 
“special education”. 40  
 

(1)  SPECIAL EDUCATION
 

[T]he standard estimate is that special 
education costs 2.3 times as much as regular 
education. 41

 
Two factors tend to increase the cost of special education in urban jurisdictions 

with larger populations.  First, larger populations, with higher percentages of minorities 

in school, tend to have more need of special education services.  Second, the larger the 

                                            
39 Weldon Cooper Center, Table DP-2A.  Profile of Selected Social Characteristics, 2000:  School 
Enrollment & Educational Attainment. 
 
40 A. Thernstrom & S. Thernstrom, No Excuses; Closing the Racial Gap in Learning (Simon & Shuster, 
2003) (“No Excuses”), at 155. 
 
41 Id. at 298 n. 9. 
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school population, the more likely it is that the larger population will contain one or more 

students requiring special education services of extraordinary cost, sometimes in the 

hundreds of thousands of dollars for one student. 

 A comparison of reported special education costs in 2001-2002: 42

  County    Expenditure
 
  Fairfax    $256,028,864 
  Loudoun    $  40,564,712 
  Prince William   $  46,260,121 
  Culpeper    $    4,464,691  
 

(2)  ENGLISH AS A SECOND LANGUAGE

There is no doubt that students from other cultures in which a language other 

than English is spoken may have a more difficult time succeeding in Virginia schools 

until that language gap is bridged.  According to Virginia school data, the largest English 

as a Second Language (“ESL”) group is Hispanic.  In 2004, the Hispanic population of 

Virginia public schools was 6.2%. 43

But, Hispanics as a group are not spread equally throughout Virginia.  They tend 

to concentrate in urban areas, particularly Northern Virginia, closer to Washington, D.C.  

Culpeper has a much smaller ESL burden than the other counties. 

                                            
42 Table from Virginia Department of Education – Schedule A, Superintendent’s Annual Report, and CSA 
reimbursement claims (revised August 5, 2002). 
 
43 National Center for Educational Statistics, Student, School / District Characteristics for Public Schools, 
updated April 12, 2004. 
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    Number of Hispanic  Percentage of 
 County   Students   Hispanic Students 44

  
 Fairfax  24,798   15.1% 
 Loudoun    4,022     9.6% 
 Prince William 11,149   17.6% 
 Culpeper       256     4.1%  
 
 Obviously, the cost and administrative burden of ESL students in Culpeper is a 

smaller percentage of the school budget than in the other counties.  The burden is 

probably even less in high school when as recently as 2002-2003, the Culpeper High 

School was reported as having 23 Hispanic students, 1.9% of the student population.  

The small number of Culpeper ESL students was confirmed at the February 11, 2002 

School Board meeting:  “ESOL:  This program employs 2.4 teachers who work with 96 

students.” 45  In 2002, Fairfax reported an ESL staff of 601Full-Time Positions.  Other 

factors which adversely impact some or all of the other counties more than those factors 

impact Culpeper, include: 

3.  Projected Student Population Growth Rate 46  

(2004-2005) to (2008-2009) 
 

Fairfax  2.4% 
Loudoun  29%  
Prince William 18% 
Culpeper  7.8% 

 
 
 
 
 
                                            
44 Virginia Department of Education, September 30, 2003, Student Membership (3/15/04). 
 
45 School Board minutes, February 11, 2002. 
 
46 Weldon Cooper Center, Historic & Projected Fall Membership for Virginia & School Divisions, April 26, 
2004. 
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 4. Demographics 
 

As shown above, generally, the larger the minority student population, the lower 

the overall average SAT scores.  See above table of SAT scores. 

 Applicable Virginia demographics in 2003 47 were: 
 
     White  Black  Hispanic 
 Virginia Schools  60.4%  26.8%    6.5% 
 Fairfax Schools  52.8%  10.7%  15.1% 
 Loudoun Schools  72.2%    8.4%    9.9% 
 Prince William Schools 47.4%  23.1%  17.6% 
 Culpeper Schools  75.4%  19.7%    4.1% 
 
 From this data, one might surmise that Culpeper High School students should 

have among the highest average SAT’s.  In fact, Culpeper has the lowest SAT’s.  Of 

particular note is the fact that Fairfax County Hispanic students have a higher average 

SAT than the student body at Culpeper High School.  See SAT Table above. 

By the foregoing, Staff does not indicate its support for or disapproval of a larger 

high school.  The Staff also appreciates that a larger high school may impose different 

and additional leadership, management, and administrative burdens on school staff.  

However, Staff also believes that a larger school should not be rejected in the belief that 

large schools are necessarily adverse to academic achievement. 48

STUDENT POPULATION GROWTH 
  
 There is no question that the school population of Culpeper County has been 

growing more rapidly in recent years.  However, the important issue for effective capital 

                                            
47 Division Summaries by Ethnicity, Virginia Department of Education, September 30, 2003. 
 
48 The foregoing comparison of school divisions should not, in any way, detract from Culpeper High 
School’s recent designation as “Outstanding” by the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools 
(“SACS”).  Culpeper Star-Exponent, December 4, 2004, at A1.  Staff does not have reason to believe that 
SACS focused on the same issues, in the same context, as are addressed in this Report. 
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planning for school construction and renovation is not overall student population growth, 

but comparative growth among elementary, middle school, and high school populations.  

As Dr. Colin Owens stated at the School Board meeting on October 21, 2002:  

“Everyone agrees that there is a need for more schools, but the questions are what, 

when, and how much.” 49  

In a report dated July 21, 2003, VMDO, without detailed explanation, utilized a 

.72 student-to-[residential] unit ratio coupled with 2-year mean averaging, to project 

student population growth in the County. 50  VMDO acknowledged that the Weldon 

Cooper Center’s data produced considerably lower projections. 51  Despite repeated 

requests by County Supervisors and staff for a detailed explanation of the .72 VMDO 

figure, none was provided until October 5, 2004, when the County was provided 

VMDO’s final report, dated January 30, 2004.  In fact, SHW Group, LLP (“SHW”), the 

architects selected prior to April, 2004, to design the new high school and to 

conceptually design the renovation of the old high school, were never provided any 

VMDO reports, until they were provided by County staff. 

 The School Division embraced the .72 growth factor.  As one School Board 

member said on September 11, 2003: 

Using the most conservative student-to-unit 
ratio of .72 we will exceed high school and 
elementary capacity in 2006. 52

 
 

49 School Board minutes, October 21, 2002. 
 
50 VMDO, Facilities Study I. 
 
51 Id. at 4. 
 
52 Joint School Board / Board of Supervisors meeting, September 11, 2003. 
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 VMDO acknowledged that “predicting enrollments is not an exact science,” and 

that “it is virtually impossible to predict for certain the exact number of students 

expected to enroll in any given year”. 53

In its January 30, 2004, Report, VMDO explains its ratio: 

In sum, given that surrounding communities 
already feeling the impact of the greater 
Washington, DC metropolitan-area growth 
have much higher ratios than Culpeper’s 
community-wide ratio and given that the 
weighted average of the ratios of subdivisions 
currently under construction within Culpeper 
itself is artificially low, a ratio of .72 was chosen 
to predict the number of public school enrollees 
that will come out of new homes in Culpeper in 
the future.  That number is consistent with 
Culpeper’s neighbor, Fauquier County….and 
with several of the active subdivisions already 
under development in the county…. 54

 
 As is evident, this is little more than a guess, an educated guess, but 

nonetheless, a guess. 

Staff believes that lower ratios are more consistent with actual and potential 

growth patterns.  VMDO concedes “the community-wide ratio of .48”, and that the 

weighted average of Culpeper subdivisions under development is .57. 55

 

 

 
53 VMDO, Facilities Study II, at 7. 
 
54 Id., at 15. 
 
55 Id., at 14. 
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Weldon Cooper’s ratio is in this range and the Staff’s developed ratio range is .22 

to .39, using a modified student-to-unit ratio.  (See Attachment E for methodology). 56

Other similarly developed systems are consistent with lower ratios. 

Although VMDO’s methodology is consistent in the short term for high school 

population growth, Staff believes that VMDO’s much higher overall student population 

growth in the out-years which results from VMDO’s methodology is excessive due to 

VMDO’s very high ratio. 

VMDO acknowledges the benefits of the student-to-unit ratio of the kind used by 

the Staff: 

The Student-to-Unit Development Ratio (DR) 
Method of analyzing current and future land 
development is a fairly reliable predictor of 
long-term enrollment and has the ability to self-
correct as more and more information 
becomes available over time.  With regard to 
short-term enrollment projections, however, it 
tends to under-predict because by definition it 
cannot account for young children up to five 
years of age who are not yet enrolled in a 
school.  Regardless, these unrecorded children 
will appear on classroom rosters within the 
next five years. 57

 
 In the short term, which is the time-frame of the present “crisis”, preschoolers will 

not impact middle and high school populations.  Therefore, Staff believes that VMDO’s 

 
56 More specificity than a range will result when mandatory and discretionary “students” can be 
distinguished in the School Division’s total population count.  For example, at the January 11, 2005 
Building and Grounds Committee meeting on the topic of the County’s Early Childhood [Preschool] 
Programs, Assistant Superintendent Dr. Eric M. Conti, advised the Committee that less than half of the 85 
preschool children in the program were mandated by federal or Virginia law.  Staff believes that no matter 
how desirable or beneficial a program is, the starting point for determining School Division capacity 
should be the number of students the School Division is required by law to teach. 
 
57 VMDO, January 30, 2004, at 8. 
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caution can be ignored in the short term, for at least as long as it would take 

preschoolers to reach middle school.  In any event, if the data is updated annually, it 

should self-correct. 

 Without updating and analyzing relevant data on an annual basis, it is difficult to 

accurately project school population trends.  One way to compensate for the varying 

data is to build expandable schools. 

 Such an example is Powhatan County Public Schools.  Estimating an enrollment 

growth trend of 5.5%, 58 all schools were recommended to be expandable:  new high 

school (1,250 to 1,750 students) (60% to 100%); new middle school (750 to 900 

students) (80% to 100%); new middle school (900 to 1,200 students) (75% to 100%); 

renovate existing high school to middle school (900 to 1,200 students) (75% to 100%); 

and new elementary school (600 to 900 students) (66.7% to 100%). 59

 Powhatan’s approach is not unlike Concepts B and C of SHW’s initial 

recommendations. 60 Such an approach minimizes potential overbuilds while spreading 

the greater cost over more years, thus reducing average real estate tax bills. 

 The Staff recommends an approach which employs the lower, Staff developed 

ratio and methodology and strives to preserve core academic programs, while 

minimizing overbuilds and reducing average tax burdens. 

 

 

 
58 Powhatan Schools Facilities Master Plan (1998-2020). 
 
59 Powhatan County Public Schools, 1999 School Bond Issue, Bond Referendum Facts. 
 
60 SHW, Culpeper County Public Schools:  Community Coming Together, September 29, 2004. 
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 As one School Board member stated on April 24, 2002: 

[T]he Board’s first priority is the academic 
achievement of students.  She said outside of 
the core academic classes, other programs 
and activities enhance education, but until a 
student is proficient in the core subjects, she 
asked if the [School] Board had done its job. 61

 
CLASS SIZE 

  
 The impact of class size is controversial, but clearly affects building capacity. 

The smaller the average class, the more 
teachers a school needs, and the harder it may 
be to maintain teacher quality.  To cut class 
size by a third, the number of teachers (and 
thus the number of classrooms) has to go up 
by 50 percent. 62

 
 The traditional view of the importance of reduced class size was expressed by 

Dr. Cox: 

[R]esearch shows that lower class sizes have 
its most profound effect on K-3, and the greater 
the number of risk factors associated with 
socio-economics, the more positive effect that 
class size has. 63

 
 This view, combined with the facts that there have been as many as 34 roaming 

teachers in the high school 64 and that “[f]aculty and staff…desire that all teachers be 

provided a classroom,” 65 make evident the impact of those desires on building size.  In 

                                            
61 School Board minutes, April 24, 2002. 
 
62 No Excuses, at 160. 
 
63 School Board / Board of Supervisors Interaction Committee, September 16, 2002. 
 
64 Dr. Cox statement at Board of Supervisors’ meeting on December 7, 2004.  “Roaming teachers” are 
teachers without designated classrooms or work spaces. 
 
65 VMDO, January 30, 2004, at 46. 
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addition, the teacher growth rate (28.1%) 66 appears to have doubled the rate of student 

growth (14.8%) during the period 2000 to 2004. 67

 In contrast to the view that small class size is always good, is the view, recently 

expressed that: 

Teachers, of course, have long favored smaller 
classes.  They genuinely believe students are 
better off with more individual attention – a 
conviction that seems common sense, 
particularly in classrooms in which learning is 
“cooperative”, organized in small groups.  
Decades of research, however, have failed to 
establish that smaller classes have any 
measurable impact on student achievement.  If 
this seems counterintuitive, it is not.  If districts 
have to hire a great many teachers in order to 
reduce average class size, they are forced to 
be less selective in picking those teachers, with 
a decline in quality as a consequence.  The 
key question, therefore, is teacher quality, not 
class size. 68

 
 Similarly: 
 

It’s not that class size is unimportant, it’s just 
that the benefits of class size tend to be 
outweighed by the need to find ever more 
teachers, the dilution of teacher quality, the 
required sacrifices in other areas, and tend to 
vary significantly with the students, the teacher, 
and the subject taught. 69

 

 
 
66 The opening of the F. T. Binns Middle School may inflate this figure slightly, but most of the students 
transferred to this new school were being taught by teachers somewhere in the School Division. 
 
67 Compare data in School Operating Budget Report, 2001 Fiscal Year, with School Employee data 
provided August 20, 2004. 
 
68 No Excuses, at 159. 
 
69 Common Sense, at 181. 
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 While staff is not convinced that class size makes no difference in the elementary 

grades, it seems plausible that class size may have significantly less impact on high 

school students who, if they continue their education, will probably find themselves in 

larger classes than they have previously experienced.  Regardless of one’s view on the 

merits of small class size, it is undeniable that local policies promoting smaller class 

sizes, more teachers, and a classroom for every teacher can only inflate building size 

and cost. 

 While the merits of small class size on academic achievement is a question 

better left to education experts, the necessity of each high school teacher having a 

dedicated classroom does not seem evident.  One can imagine the emotional and 

intellectual benefit to a kindergarten student of seeing, every day, the same teacher, in 

the same room.  The same benefits are not as clear for a high school senior.  That 

student probably rotates classes and teachers on a regular basis.  When that student 

goes into the job force, as an employee, he or she may not work in the same place 

every day.  If that student goes to college, the student may attend classes containing 

hundreds of other students, and with a variety of teachers, but almost never in the 

teacher’s classroom.  A teacher having a “proprietary” interest in a specific classroom 

appears to be more of a teacher benefit and convenience than an academic necessity 

for high school and middle school students. 

 In any event, Staff believes that these are examples of School Division policies 

which potentially add to the size and cost of new and renovated school buildings. 
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PUPIL / TEACHER RATIO 

 
 On its face, this is an easy concept:  divide the number of pupils by the number 

of teachers.  With certain specified conditions or limitations, the present Virginia 

Standards of Quality limits for pupil / teacher ratios are as follows:  Grades K-3 and 

grades 6 to 10 (English classes) 24 to 1; grades 4-6 and middle schools / high schools, 

25 to 1. 70

 But, these ratios vary greatly, depending upon context.  In 2000, the school 

administration reported the High School:  “Pupil / Teacher in regular education = . . . 

17.50 to 1” and “True Pupil Teacher Ratio . . . = 14.41”. 71 For 2001-2002, the Virginia 

Department of Education reported for Culpeper that for Grades 8-12, the pupil / teacher 

ratio was 11.3. 72 On January 7, 2002, “Dr. Cox said….[t]he school division will aspire to 

a 25:1 student / teacher ratio at the secondary level and 20:1 in elementary….” 73

 In 2002-2003, the National Center for Educational Statistics reported the 

Culpeper High School Student / Teacher ratio to be 17.  Compare with Loudoun 

County’s ratio of 18.6, Prince William County (21), and Fairfax County (28.5). 

 

 

                                            
70 Va. Code § 22.1-253.13.1(H). 
 
71 School Operating Budget Report, 2001 Fiscal Year, Culpeper County Public Schools. 
 
72 Virginia Department of Education, 2001-2002 Superintendent’s Annual Report. 
 
73 School Board minutes, January 7, 2002.  These desired ratios were reaffirmed in the “Proposed Budget 
for the 2005-06 School Year” (“Proposed Budget”), Presented by the Superintendent to the School Board, 
January 10, 2005 at 9. 
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 For the same 2002-2003 period, the Virginia Department of Education reports: 74  

    Pupil / Teacher   Pupil / Teacher 
 County  Ratio K-7       Radio 8-12        

 Fairfax  12.9     11.4 
 Loudoun  13.8     11.1 
 Prince William 15.9     15.2 
 Culpeper  13.4     10.2  
 
 

The School Board monthly minutes for 2004 provide attachments listing student 

data for all schools, but pupil / teacher ratios only for the elementary schools. 75 The 

lack of data and consistency in reporting accurate and defined data hinders the ability of 

the public to evaluate this important factor.  The desire for lower pupil / teacher ratios is 

another School Division policy which also impacts building size requirements. 76

 However, even consistent, complete data on pupil / teacher ratios does not tell 

the full and accurate story. 

In fact, pupil-teacher ratios are not precise measures 
of the number of students in the average class, 
because teachers normally do not teach every hour.  
The average class is thus somewhat larger than these 
figures suggest.  [One study]…has shown that the 
dramatic drop in the pupil-teacher ratio in recent 
decades has not produced an equally sharp drop in 
average class size. 77  

 
 
 

                                            
74 Pupil to Teacher Ratios, Virginia Department of Education, Superintendent’s Annual Report, 2002-
2003, Table 2. 
 
75 See e.g., School Board minutes, January 2, 2004 to November 8, 2004 (attachments). 
 
76  It should be noted that in the Proposed Budget for 2005-06, there is a projected increase of 260 
students; but, 25 new teacher positions are requested at a cost of $1,447,750. 
 
77 No Excuses, at 299 n. 17. 
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 This factor needs to be better defined for public understanding and financial 

planning. 

PARITY 
  
 An issue which has been raised in various sectors of the community is parity 

between a new high school and the renovated high school.  The Staff understands this 

concern to encompass substantial identity of facilities and programs.  It appears to the 

Staff that the School Division, parents, and probably the students, find parity to be a 

desirable goal. 

It is Staff’s view that the primary benefits of parity are emotional and play a very 

limited role, if any, in enhancing educational excellence.  However, the renovating of old 

schools to achieve parity with new schools will necessarily inflate construction and 

operational costs. 

This does not mean that old schools should not be renovated.  It means, in the 

opinion of Staff, that in order to justify the costs incurred, the primary goal of renovation  

should be to contribute to academic achievement, not to achieve some general “feel 

good” atmosphere. 

That parity is not necessary for enhanced academic achievement is made clear 

by high schools in the other counties.  Some are old; some are new.  Some are larger; 

some are smaller.  Demographics vary.  

However, one example of where parity can be of economic benefit is shown by 

Loudoun County.  Because of the rapid growth there, eight high schools have been, and 

are being, built within ten years.  Designed by SHW, all of these high schools are based 

on a substantially identical floor plan for 1,500 students.  The economic efficiencies of 
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using the same design are evident and many.  However, the goal in Loudoun was 

primarily economic, not emotional. 

When parity becomes an issue in the design of Culpeper schools, the question 

should be asked, “What is the reason for parity in these particular circumstances?”.  As 

Assistant Superintendent, Dr. Eric M. Conti recently said: 

“You can put a good teacher in an old building 
or a new building or a tent,”…, “and their 
students are still going to learn. ” 78   

 
MORE MONEY IS NOT THE ONLY ANSWER 

  
 The School Board requests that the Board of Supervisors approve the financing 

of more than $84 million dollars in capital projects over the next five years.  When the 

new high school and the new elementary school are open, an additional annual fiscal 

burden of approximately $12,000,000 a year in new operating costs will be necessary, 

without considering annual inflation.  The School Board also requests an additional $2.3 

million dollars for a “Building-in-the-Middle”. 79 What is the financial context in which 

these requests are made? 

Since fiscal year (“FY”) 1994, the School Division has received an average 

83.7% of real estate taxes collected by the County.  During the period of FY 1994 

through FY 2004, that local share increased from $13,030,250 to $24,856.573, a total 

increase of 90.76%, or an average increase of 8.25% a year. 80

                                            
78 “Culpeper News”, November 25, 2004 at A5. 
 
79 This appropriation was made by the Board of Supervisors at its meeting on December 7, 2004. 
 
80 In its Proposed Budget for 2005-06, the Superintendent requests an increase in the local share of the 
operational budget of $4,361,946 or 19.9%.  This includes an average 5.4% increase in teachers’ 
compensation scale. 
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A review of School Division “sinking fund” and Capital Improvement Program 

fund balances during the 1990’s does not make evident, except for bond funds 

deposited to build or renovate schools, a regular, annual deposit into these funds as a 

savings account for new construction or substantial building renovations. 81 In fiscal year 

2001, the Board of Supervisors elected to put all general funds remaining at the end of 

each fiscal year into the School CIP.  Also, at that time, the Board of Supervisors began 

an aggressive savings program by initially designating $2 million dollars from the 

general fund and an additional 25% of all new growth for future school building needs of 

the County.  Today, the saved figure totals $4 million dollars. 

For more than a decade, the School Division has been the largest funded agency 

in the County, and consistently received the largest annual increases of any County 

agency, virtually none of which was directed to any savings for future school 

construction until the Board of Supervisors acted in FY 2001. 82 The School Board now 

asks for more than $84 million dollars in construction funds in the next five years. 

These ever-increasing requests for funding appear to be common among Virginia 

School Divisions, which do not have the power to tax as do school districts in many 

other states.  Such an attitude fosters a lack of accountability.  As has been noted, 

generally: 

 
81 This practice is generally consistent with the practice of other school divisions.  However, Staff is 
advised of a notable approach used by the Prince William County School Division which buys land for 
future school sites out of its operating fund budget.  In addition, during six consecutive years of that 
period, the Culpeper County tax rate remained at .74. 
 
82 Compare “the nation’s thousands of urban Catholic schools, which have enjoyed remarkable 
success…while routinely spending no more than half as much per pupil as the local public schools”.  
Common Sense, at 21. 
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Quite simply, the problem is not one of 
insufficient money.  The  problem is one of 
insufficient accountability, flexibility, and good 
management. The problem is our failure to 
foster a culture of competence in our schools.83

 
 All other public and private agencies must identify and live within budget 

constraints.  Schools should not be exempt. 

We all live on budgets and within limits.  In fact, 
it is the pressure of finding ways to excel with 
limited resources that produces useful 
innovation.  When times are tough, public and 
private organizations tighten their belts, lay off 
employees, and ask for pay concessions.  Yet, 
public educators seem downright offended by 
static funding. 84

 
The need for construction or renovation of school buildings exists and will 

continue.  Such costs are escalating far more rapidly than County revenues, and will 

continue to do so for the foreseeable future.  The historic view of School Divisions that 

operational costs and capital costs are separate and independent, must end.  Both sets 

of costs come from the taxpayers’ pocket.  The Board of Supervisors and the School 

Board must work together to deliver the best educational product at a cost acceptable to 

the citizens of Culpeper. 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 As is evident, school building capacity involves more considerations than mere 

bricks and mortar.  Staff is unable to confirm, based on available information, whether or 

not there is an immediate crisis in high school space capacity.  The School Division 

                                            
83 Common Sense, at 28. 
 
84 Id., at 27. 
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asserts that the Board of Supervisors and the citizens of Culpeper should accept the 

School Division’s recommendations, primarily due to their expertise.  Acknowledging 

their expertise, Staff believes that one of the functions of an expert is to be able to 

explain their expert opinion in a supported, understandable, and persuasive manner to 

the non-experts who must fund the consequences of that opinion. 

When someone tells you to trust them rather 
than your common sense, you are almost 
always well-served by taking a long, hard look.  
Even if you are not an expert, or, especially if 
you’re not, you should look askance at those 
experts who would have you believe that 
simple truths don’t hold in their domain. 85

 
 Staff believes the School Division has not yet carried this burden, especially in 

view of the amount of capital funding requested, and potential attendant operational 

costs. 

 This does not mean that there is not a high school building capacity crisis or that 

one might not occur in the near future, if appropriate action is not taken by the Board of 

Supervisors and the School Board.  Any such action should be considered, deliberate, 

and, given the anticipated costs, based on the best information available.  Such action 

may include the Building-in-the-Middle, trailers, or making more efficient use of existing 

space.  Such temporary measures would enable the School Board and the Board of 

Supervisors to evaluate, and to create systems for evaluating, the actual “capacity” of all 

of Culpeper’s existing school buildings and for estimating future capacity requirements 

at all school levels. 

 
85 Common Sense, at 217. 
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  In order to facilitate the proper transfer of school operational information to the 

public and the Board of Supervisors, Staff recommends: 

1. The School Board and Board of Supervisors continue in their 

deliberative and evaluative process to insure the citizens of Culpeper that any 

requested substantial increase in taxes be justified to the satisfaction of the School 

Board, the Board of Supervisors, and the public; 

2. The School Board submit to the County any and all reports (including 

for the past five years) which have been submitted to federal, Commonwealth, or private 

agencies, unless such disclosure to the County is precluded by law; 

3. The School Board submit its annual budget request in the standard 

format required of all other County agencies in order to promote better understanding by 

the County; 

4. A person or staff be designated by the School Board or, jointly by the 

Board of Supervisors, to compile, and in a more complete fashion, to make available to 

both Boards the data necessary for making such important decisions; 

5. The School Board provide to the Board of Supervisors a complete, 

monthly, set of budget, operational, and capital data to enable the Board of Supervisors 

to better coordinate with the School Board in anticipating School Division operational 

and capital funding needs; and, 

  6.  The School Board and Board of Supervisors consider, as is presently 

being done by the Department of Human Services, consolidating various common, 

operational functions which will improve efficiency, economy, and communications. 
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 The Staff believes that should such steps be taken, the improved 

communications between the Boards will result in better anticipation of funding issues 

and minimize unanticipated “crises” in the future.  The end result will be better service to 

the citizens and children of Culpeper. 
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